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The discipline of Paleopathology lost one of its brightest
stars when Donald J. Ortner passed away from a cerebral
haemorrhage on April 29 of this year. His death is mourned
by all of us who remember him not only as a dedicated
scientist and generous colleague but also as a warm and sup-
portive friend.

Donald John Ortner was born on August 23, 1938, in
Stoneham, Massachusetts, the second of three children in
the family of A. W. Ortner, a Seventh-Day Adventist minis-
ter, and his wife, Marie Schweizer Ortner. After graduation
from Columbia Union College in Takoma Park, Maryland,
with a BA degree in Zoology in 1960, he entered the MA
program in Anthropology at Syracuse University. Before
moving to Syracuse, he married Joyce Elaine Walker, who
had just completed her degree at CUC as a Registered
Nurse.

In 1963, Don began his career in anthropology at the
National Museum of Natural History (NMNH), Smithsonian
Institution, working with J. Lawrence Angel on a grant from
the National Institutes of Health (NIH), researching age-
related skeletal changes in obese women. This experience
resolved Don to pursue a career in physical anthropology

with a focus in skeletal biology. He completed his MA
degree at Syracuse in 1967 while working full-time at the
Museum, and was awarded a Smithsonian Advanced
Research Fellowship which enabled him to enter the PhD
program at the University of Kansas to study with the skele-
tal biologists Ellis Kerley, Thomas McKern and William
Bass. Funded by a 5-year research grant from NIH
(co-jointly with Angel) to explore the microscopic and bio-
chemical effect of aging on human compact bone, Don’s
dissertation at U Kansas, ‘The effects of aging and disease
on the micromorphology of human compact bone’, deep-
ened his understanding of the essential biological interac-
tions between soft tissue and bone, and strengthened his
conviction that a solid grounding in general human anatomy
and physiology is essential for conducting successful
research in skeletal biology. He returned to NMNH in 1969
as an Assistant Curator in the Department of Anthropology,
and was promoted to Curator in 1976. He served as Chair of
the Department of Anthropology at NMNH from 1988 to
1992, and as Acting Director of NMNH from 1994 to 1996.

Don’s interest in paleopathology was initially sparked
by his NMNH colleagues Angel, T. Dale Stewart and
Lucile St. Hoyme. During a visit to the Institute of Patho-
logical Anatomy in Zurich, he met the eminent primatolo-
gist Adolf Schultz, and was intrigued by the theoretical
implications of Schultz’s argument that adaptation to dis-
ease (including infectious pathogens, parasites and trau-
matic injuries) was a more powerful force than predation in
pre-human and human evolution. Upon his return to
NMNH, Don enrolled in a week-long intensive course
taught by Lent Johnson, chief of the Orthopaedic Pathol-
ogy Branch at the Armed Forces Institute of Pathology
in Washington DC. His subsequent friendship with John-
son led to future collaborations with other specialists
in orthopaedic diseases, including Walter G. J. Putschar.
Don’s introduction to in situ examination and recovery of
human remains from archaeological contexts was from
NMNH colleagues, who were conducting burial site exca-
vations in the Washington DC area.

In his long and very active career, Don’s most significant
contributions to biocultural anthropology fall into three
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general categories: his outstanding skill and generosity as a
teacher, his intensive research and publications on vari-
ous pathological conditions in antiquity, and his service to
the Paleopathology Association, the primary scholarly
society for that discipline. From 1971–1975, he taught
courses in physical anthropology in the Department of
Anthropology at the University of Maryland. During
these years (and again in 1985), he organized a series of
Special Courses on Human Skeletal Paleopathology at
NMNH, which combined lectures by specialists in ortho-
paedic pathology and osteology with laboratory sessions
where the participants studied pathological cases from the
human skeletal collection curated by the Department of
Anthropology at NMNH. Don’s stated objectives for
these Courses included expansion of professional diagnos-
tic expertise, collaborations between anthropologists and
physicians, the creation of teaching files of photographs
and radiographs of documented clinical pathological sam-
ples and development of a registry of palaeopathological
specimens within the Smithsonian collection [1,2]. In
1987, Don was appointed as a Visiting Professor of Paleo-
pathology in the Department of Archaeological Sciences,
University of Bradford, England, and the following year
he instituted a series of Special Courses in Paleopathology
at Bradford, modelled after the successful SI series. He was
awarded an honorary Doctorate of Science degree from the
University of Bradford in 1995.

In 1985, Don inaugurated a series of formal workshops
on various topics in skeletal pathology at the annual North
American meetings of the Paleopathology Association. In
1989, Bruce D. Ragsdale, MD, a pathologist with a spe-
cial interest in orthopaedic pathology, joined him as co-
organizer of the workshops, providing examples from his
clinical pathology practice to complement Don’s archaeo-
logical and modern cases from the NMNH collections.
These annual workshops (the last one held in 2009) have
provided two generations of budding paleopathologists
(including this author) the opportunity to examine at close
hand both typical and atypical examples of disease expres-
sion, in order to develop their own diagnostic skills. As a
teacher, Don placed particular emphasis upon the impor-
tance of careful reading of the medical literature (both his-
torical and modern) and active engagement with orthopae-
dic pathologists and other medical specialists, and he
repeatedly reminded his students of the value of his long-
time collaborations with Putschar and Ragsdale (among
others) in giving him a medically informed understanding
of the processes of pathogenesis, essential to accurate
differential diagnosis of skeletal disorders.

Don’s curriculum vitae includes more than 125 scientific
publications1 on various topics in skeletal biology and paleo-
pathology, ranging from dental disease and modifications,
forensic applications of paleopathology, cultural and eco-

logical determinants of host-pathogen co-evolution and
differential diagnosis of specific disease entities. The classic
treatise, Identification of Pathological Conditions in Human
Skeletal Remains, co-authored with Walter G. J. Putschar [3]
presents basic concepts in orthopaedic pathology along with
detailed descriptions, diagnoses, photographs, radiographs
and interpretations of several hundred cases of skeletal
pathology observed by the authors in 1974 over the course
of a summer-long tour of medical museums and institutes in
England, Scotland, Czechoslovakia, Austria, France and
Switzerland, complemented by cases from NMNH. A sec-
ond printing in 1985 added an index, and in 2003, after
Putschar’s death, Don published a Second Edition [4] with
a revised text expanded by chapters on specific topics. Per-
haps the single most important theoretical contribution of
this book is Don’s repeated emphasis upon understanding
the natural course of progression of the disorders that affect
bone, unaffected by modern medical treatment, in order to be
able to recognize early stages of skeletal pathology – in his
words, “… descriptions of skeletal manifestations of disease
in the medical literature tend to be greatly influenced by the
most severe expression of a disease … In archaeological
human skeletal remains, the paleopathologist encounters
skeletal disease in all its manifestations from mild to severe
and early to advanced. Diagnosis of skeletal disease in one
of the less well known manifestations requires the paleo-
pathologists to make careful inferences based on what is
known about pathological bone changes in the orthopaedic
literature and also on a general knowledge of biological
responses to pathological insults to bone. One of the impor-
tant benefits of research in skeletal paleopathology is that
one encounters the full spectrum of skeletal responses to dis-
ease and that enhances our knowledge of the pathogenesis of
the various diseases.” [4], p. 383.

Don’s great gift as a teacher was to awaken his students
(and colleagues, too) to the immense potential of paleopa-
thology for genuine contributions to anthropological recon-
structions of life in the past. In his teaching, his research and
his publications, Don’s biocultural perspective encompassed
not only the biological and ecological features of the patho-
logical disorders that he identified but also the human
dimension of disease: the significant burdens, both biologi-
cal and psychological, upon individuals and the societies in
which they lived. As he continually reminded his students,
“a dog may have both ticks and fleas”, i.e., a skeleton may
display bone lesions as a result of more than one disorder
that simultaneously affected the individual. He likewise

1 Space does not permit the inclusion of Donald Ortner’s complete list
of publications, nor of his impressive roster of service activities and
awards from numerous international institutions. That information
appears in his curriculum vitae, available from the Department of
Anthropology, NMNH, Smithsonian Institution.
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stressed the very real limitations of his discipline – for exam-
ple, the extreme difficulty of assigning a specific cause of
death (with the obvious exception of victims of severe
trauma) – but he remained optimistic about the certainty of
future improvements in diagnostic techniques borrowed
from microbiology, biochemistry and other disciplines.

Other topics that captured Don’s interest included the myr-
iad genetic adaptations within human populations in response
to changing cultural contexts, such as the gradual develop-
ment of lactose tolerance in pastoral societies [5]. He also
wrote eloquently and persuasively about the negative effects
of cultural change, such as the increased exposure to zoono-
ses, environmental pathogens and human-to-human infec-
tious diseases that accompanied sedentism and population
growth following the transition to agriculture. All of these
subjects, and more, were carefully considered in Human
Paleopathology: Current Syntheses and Future Options, the
proceedings of a symposium organized with another longtime
colleague, the pathologist Arthur C. Aufderheide [6] at the
12th International Congress of Anthropological and Ethno-
logical Sciences in Zagreb, Yugoslavia, in 1988.

In 1977, supported by a Smithsonian grant, Don had begun
a multi-year excavation of an Early Bronze Age I cemetery at
Bab edh-Dhrâ, Jordan. In his detailed report on this project,
The Early Bronze Age I Tombs and Burials of Bâb edh-Dhrâ,
Jordan [7], he reiterates his strong conviction that paleo-
pathologists must be well informed about the multiple cultural
and environmental factors affecting human growth, develop-
ment and health, both generally and with regard to the specific
human populations’ samples that they study, in order to inter-
pret accurately the skeletal evidence of pathology and, more
importantly, to assess the social and biological significance
of disease prevalence in those human populations.

In 1975, Don joined the newly formed Paleopathology
Association (PPA), a loosely structured scholarly society of
physicians, pathologists, anthropologists, medical historians
and others, who were linked by their common interest in
disease in ancient human and animal populations. He was
an active member of PPA from the early days, and was
recruited in 1982 by Eve Cockburn, a cofounder (with her
husband Aidan Cockburn) of PPA, as the Associate Editor
for Case Reports in the quarterly Paleopathology Newsletter,
which she served as General Editor. Don served on the Sci-
entific Committee for all PPA Biennial European Meetings
since 1986, and his Workshops in Skeletal Pathology were a
mainstay of the annual meetings of PPA for twenty years. In
1999, Don was elected as the first President of the Paleopa-
thology Association, and in 2005, he became the first recipi-
ent of the Eve Cockburn Service Award in recognition of his
many years of service to PPA in diverse capacities. At the

time of his death, he served on the editorial boards of the
International Journal of Osteoarchaeology and the Interna-
tional Journal of Paleopathology, and served as Vice-
Chairman of the Bioarchaeology Panel of the Wellcome
Trust in London.

As one of the many Post-Doctoral Fellows supervised by
Don during his long tenure at the Smithsonian Institution
(1963–2012), I benefitted greatly from his patience and
intellectual generosity, as did the many other students, visit-
ing researchers and colleagues who thronged his office and
laboratory at NMNH. Our friendship continued until his
untimely death, and I am grateful for his always-reliable
guidance and encouragement throughout my career in
bioarchaeology. I worked closely with Don when I assumed
the Editorship of the Paleopathology Newsletter in 2000,
and I was honoured to write his biographical profile in the
Global History of Paleopathology [8]. We have all lost a
great man, and our sympathies go out to his family – his
wife Joyce (whom many of us knew from her travels with
Don to meetings all over the world), his children Donald Jr.,
Alison and Karen, his grandchildren Jessica, Alex, Brian and
Benjamin. Don was an active member of the Sligo Seventh-
Day Adventist Church in Takoma Park, where his funeral
was held on May 4 of this year. He served his church,
his community and his profession with diligence and good
spirits, and he is greatly missed.
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